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A growing literature suggests that mass incarceration impacts not only the individual who is 
incarcerated, but also their partners, family members, and children. However, few studies have 
examined race differences in network exposure to mass incarceration. This study explores 
associations between race and various measures of network exposure to incarceration: 
relationships, interactions with the criminal legal system, and housing. We draw on data from the 
2017-2018 baseline survey from the Justice, Housing, and Health Study. Descriptive statistics 
show that Black respondents are more likely to experience each event we examined compared to 
whites, except for parental incarceration and receiving threats by police, parole or probation 
officer about a family member, friend, or partner. Many of these race differences remain 
significant after adjusting for demographic factors and a person’s own incarceration. Taken 
together, these results suggest that race differences exist among network exposure to mass 
incarceration; the reach of the criminal legal system in society is expanded through networks of 
the incarcerated; and incarceration of an individual impacts housing insecurity of those within 
their social network, having implications for widening socioeconomic and racial inequalities in 
the U.S.  
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Introduction 
Mass incarceration, a term coined by sociologist David Garland, refers to both “a rate of 
imprisonment…that is markedly above the historical and comparative norm for societies of this 
type” and a “systematic imprisonment of whole groups of the population” (Garland, 2001). By 
the late 1990s, the rate of incarceration in the U.S. was substantially higher than in Western 
Europe, and the prevalence of incarceration among young black men exceeded that of other life 
events, such as rates of college graduation or military service (Western & Wildeman, 2009). 
Today, the U.S. incarcerates more citizens than any other country in the world, with 2.2 million 
people currently incarcerated and an incarceration prevalence of 700 per 100,000 (Wildeman & 
Wang, 2017).  
Inequities in incarceration have long been documented since the earliest statistics on mass 
incarceration were collected (Wildeman & Wang, 2017). Historically marginalized populations, 
including BIPOC, members of the LGBTQ+ community, people with mental illness, people who 
are undocumented, and people experiencing homelessness, are overrepresented in the U.S. 
carceral system (APHA, 2020). Looking at race differences in incarceration, these inequities are 
particularly alarming. Incarceration rates in 2013 for Black males were at least six times those of 
white males across all age ranges, with rates increasing to nine times more likely for 18- to 19-
year-old Black males (Carson, 2014). In addition, in a sample of 300 people recently released for 
a drug-related offense in 2011 to 2012 in New Haven, CT, Black respondents were found to have 
a higher average number of adult incarcerations than whites, were more likely to have a longer 
first sentence, and have a first conviction as a drug-related offense (Blankenship et al., 2018; 
Rosenberg et al., 2017). These disparities contribute to widening inequalities in the U.S., 
especially as a growing literature points to the direct link between mass incarceration and health. 
In fact, evidence shows that incarcerated people have a higher prevalence of chronic health 
issues, including hypertension, diabetes, and asthma, as well as acute health conditions, 
including HIV and other infectious diseases (APHA, 2020). Incarceration is also associated with 
lower life expectancy as a whole (Wildeman, 2012). 
Furthermore, recent literature has demonstrated that the reach of mass incarceration 
extends further than personal imprisonment. Community supervision, including probation and 
parole, hypersurveillance, hyperpolicing, and police brutality all bring people under the criminal 
legal system and have far-reaching consequences. A study of 302 people recently released from 
prison/jail or placed directly onto probation in New Haven, CT for drug related offenses in 2011 
found that having any sort of criminal legal involvement harmed one’s education, employment, 
housing, and relationships, which are all social determinants of health (Blankenship et al., 2018). 
These different measures of mass incarceration, as well as their impact on health, can affect an 
entire community’s well-being.  
Even more recently, research has highlighted the impact of mass incarceration on those 
within an incarcerated individual’s social network, including family members, children, and 
partners. Research suggests that incarceration negatively affects the mental and physical health 
of romantic partners and other family members of incarcerated individuals (Lee et al., 2014; 
Wildeman et al., 2012). More specifically, parental incarceration has been shown to be 
detrimental to children’s physical and mental well-being and has recently been conceptualized as 
an adverse childhood experience (ACE) (Turney, 2018). Data from the 2011-2012 National 
Survey of Children’s Health demonstrate that children with incarcerated parents are more than 
three times as likely to have depression or behavioral or conduct problems, as well as higher 
rates of asthma, obesity, and speech or language problems (Turney, 2014).  
Not only does parental incarceration have negative impacts on children’s well-being, it also 
increases economic insecurity among families by separating parents from households (Schwartz-
Soicher et al., 2011). Travis, McBride, and Solomon (2005) found that 68% of incarcerated 
fathers had provided the primary source of income to their families. Thus, their absence 
contributes to financial strain on the family, as well as threatens the ability to earn wages due to 
absence of assistance from the incarcerated individual for other necessary tasks (Lynch & Sabol, 
2004) and leads to significantly more material hardship in the family (Schwartz-Soicher et al., 
2011).. Additionally, families often spend money on travel for prison visits, phone calls, 
quarterly packages, and commissary, on top of attorney fees, fines, and legal fees associated with 
involvement in the criminal legal system (Comfort, 2009). 
Furthermore, incarceration may limit the availability of affordable and quality housing. 
Aside from the decrease in household earnings due to a partner’s incarceration, regulations on 
certain types of housing assistance for incarcerated individuals can also impact their partner’s or 
family’s housing status. For example, a “One Strike and You’re Out” regulation permits public 
housing authorities “to evict and exclude from the application process for a ‘reasonable amount 
of time’ any household containing a person with a background of criminal activity that the public 
housing authority believes would endanger the health or safety of the community” (Geller & 
Franklin, 2014). Thus, partners and children of incarcerated individuals may be at risk of losing 
access to public housing due to the individual’s incarceration history (Venkatesh & Celimli, 
2002). Geller and Franklin (2014) also found that mothers with recently incarcerated partners, on 
average, faced approximately 50% greater odds of housing insecurity, compared to other 
mothers.  
While research has begun to examine the impact of incarceration on those within an 
incarcerated individual’s social network, there are still gaps needing to be explored. A substantial 
body of evidence demonstrates that significant race differences exist in various measures of mass 
incarceration (Blankenship et al., 2018; Rosenberg et al., 2017; Western & Wildeman, 2009; 
Wildeman & Wang, 2017), as well as in network exposures to mass incarceration (Lee et al., 
2015). However, further research on the spillover effects of mass incarceration on the health and 
wellbeing of those tied to an individual who is incarcerated, and how these effects vary by race, 
is needed. This thesis, therefore, aims to further expand the current definition of mass 
incarceration to include the variety of ways that network members are impacted by an 
individual’s incarceration and explore how these measures may vary by race.  Drawing on a 
sample of 400 low-income New Haven residents, half with criminal legal experience, we will 
describe differences in network exposure to incarceration between Black respondents and whites. 
Specifically, we will compare number of friends incarcerated, number and relationship of family 
members incarcerated, and current and past partners with an incarceration experience by race. 
We hypothesize that these network exposures are greater for Black respondents in our sample. 
We will also describe self-reported consequences of network exposure in the realms of housing 
and contact with officers. We hypothesize these will also be greater for Black respondents in our 
sample.  
Methods 
Study design and sample 
Data for this analysis were drawn from the Justice, Housing, and Health Study (JustHouHS), 
which explores the intersection of housing, mass incarceration, and health through a survey of 
low-income residents of New Haven (N=400). Respondents were recruited through a 
combination of flyers posted in the community (e.g. bus stops, clinics, public libraries), outreach 
from service providers, and snow-ball sampling. To be eligible for the study, respondents had to 
be individuals who were 18 years of age or older and residents of the city of New Haven. To 
obtain a low-income sample, eligibility was further restricted to individuals who either 1) were 
experiencing homeless; 2) resided in a low-income census tract area where more than twenty 
percent of residents lived below the federal poverty level; 3) had received food or rental 
assistance in the past year; or 4) were a Medicaid recipient. The sample was stratified to include 
200 individuals who were released from jail or prison in the previous year and 200 individuals 
who had not been incarcerated in the past year but who may have had prior histories with 
incarceration. Incarceration history was verified using data from the Connecticut Judicial Branch 
website. Individuals who were interested in participation contacted the study office and 
completed eligibility screening either by phone or in person. Enrollment took place between 
September 2017 and March 2018, and eligible respondents were enrolled until their arm of the 
study was full. The research for this study was supported by the National Institutes of Health 
(R01MH110192).  
Data collection 
Qualtrics surveys, which took between one and two hours, were completed by respondents in the 
study office. Respondents received a $50 gift card as compensation. Four-hundred respondents 
completed the baseline survey. This paper is based exclusively on baseline data. All data 
collection and recruitment procedures were approved by the Yale Institutional Review Board. 
Measures 
Basic demographic information includes age, gender, race, and number of children. For the 
present analyses, we focus only on self-identified Black and white respondents. Relationship 
measures include whether respondents reported ever or currently having any incarcerated family 
members; the number of family members currently incarcerated; and whether respondents 
reported having at least one parent who has ever been incarcerated, a child who has ever been 
incarcerated, at least one friend who has ever been or is currently incarcerated, or three or more 
friends who have ever been or are currently incarcerated. In addition, it includes whether 
respondents reported their partner(s) ever being incarcerated; whether respondents were ever or 
are currently in a relationship with someone that is incarcerated; whether recent sexual partners 
(up to four) reported by respondents have ever been incarcerated; whether respondents had 
gotten divorced or become legally separated due to a partner’s incarceration; and whether 
respondents ever had a committed relationship end as a result of a partner’s incarceration. 
Interaction with criminal legal system measures include whether respondents reported ever being 
contacted by a police, probation, or parole officer about a family member, partner or friend; and 
whether respondents were ever threatened by police, parole or probation officer if they did not 
provide information about a family member, partner, or friend. Housing measures include 
whether respondents reported having their housing situation impacted by a partner or family 
member’s criminal record or incarceration ever, or in the past six months. 
Analyses 
First, bivariate analyses were used to describe race differences in network exposure to mass 
incarceration. More specifically, impact on relationships, interactions with the criminal legal 
system, and implications in housing status through network exposure to incarceration were 
analyzed. Next, a logistic regression model was used to examine the association between race 
and the various measures of network exposure. Model 1 analyzed unadjusted associations 
between race and network exposure measures; Model 2 adjusted for demographic characteristics 
(e.g., age and gender); and Model 3 adjusted for demographics and a person’s own incarceration 
history. RStudio 1.3.1073 was used to run the models (RStudio, 2020). 
Results 
Table 1 describes race differences in demographic characteristics of the sample. The average age 
for Black respondents and whites is 46.3 years and 42.5 years, respectively. More than half of the 
Black and white respondents are males (64.5% vs 71.0%). Lastly, Black respondents have 
significantly more children on average, compared to whites.  
Table 2 describes race differences in network exposure to mass incarceration, primarily 
in its impact on relationships. More than half of the respondents (55.0%) have had incarcerated 
family members, excluding spouses, and nearly half of the respondents (47.3%) currently have a 
family member incarcerated, excluding spouses. The average number of family members 
currently incarcerated was 2.5 across all respondents. Nearly a fifth of respondents (18.0%) have 
ever had at least one parent who has been incarcerated, while close to a tenth (9.2%) have ever 
had a child who was incarcerated. A majority of respondents (82.1%) have at least one friend 
who has ever been incarcerated, and more than half (56.2%) have three or more friends who have 
ever been incarcerated. In addition, nearly half of respondents (50.6%) have at least one friend 
who is currently incarcerated, and more than a quarter (27.1%) of respondents have three or 
more friends who are currently incarcerated. In terms of relationships with significant others, 
only 11% of respondents were currently in a relationship with someone that is incarcerated. 
However, exactly half of the respondents (50.0%) stated ever having been in a relationship with 
someone that was incarcerated. Among the recent sexual partners mentioned by each respondent 
(up to 4), more than a third of respondents (38.4%) reported that a partner has ever been 
incarcerated. Nearly a third of respondents (30.3%) reported ever having a committed 
relationship end as a result of a partner's incarceration, though only 12.5% of respondents stated 
having gotten divorced or legally separated due to a partner’s incarceration.  
Our analysis showed that Black respondents in our sample were more likely to 
experience each event we examined compared to whites, except for parental incarceration, and 
for several, this difference was significant. Black respondents were more likely to ever have had 
an incarcerated family member than whites (58.6% vs 47.7%, p < .10) and significantly more 
likely to currently have an incarcerated family member, excluding spouses (55.3% vs 22.6%, p 
< .001). Accordingly, the average number of family members currently incarcerated was 
significantly different among Black and white respondents (2.25 vs 1.09, p < .001). Though 
Black respondents and whites had similar percentages of having at least one parent who has ever 
been incarcerated, Black respondents were significantly more likely to have a child who has ever 
been incarcerated (12.1% vs 4.7%, p < .001). There were no significant differences in the 
number of friends incarcerated across races. However, Black respondents were nearly twice as 
likely as whites to currently be in a relationship with someone that is incarcerated (12.5% vs 
6.5%, p < .10). In addition, Black respondents were more likely to ever have been in a 
relationship with someone that is incarcerated (54.7% vs 44.9%, p < .10). Though there were no 
significant differences in getting divorced or legally separated due to a partner’s incarceration, 
14.3% of Black respondents as compared to 8.3% of whites had gotten divorced or legally 
separated due to a partner’s incarceration. A third of Black respondents (33.3%) reported ever 
having a committed relationship end as a result of a partner’s incarceration, while less than a 
quarter of white respondents (22.7%) reported the same, though the differences were not 
significant.  
Table 3 describes network members’ exposure to the criminal legal system due to their 
relationship with an individual who is incarcerated. More than a quarter of respondents (28.0%) 
had ever been contacted by a police, probation or parole officer about a family member, partner 
or friend. In addition, close to a fifth of respondents (16.8%) reported ever having been 
threatened by a police, parole or probation officer if they did not provide information about a 
family member, partner or friend.  
Table 4 describes the impact of network exposure to mass incarceration on housing. 
Nearly a quarter of respondents (24.3%) reported ever having their housing situation impacted by 
a partner or family member’s criminal record or incarceration. In addition, nearly a tenth of 
respondents (8.1%) reported having their housing situation impacted by a partner or family 
member’s criminal record or incarceration in the last six months. Black respondents were more 
likely to ever have their housing situation impacted by a partner or family member’s criminal 
record or incarceration compared to whites (31.2% vs 21.5%, p < .10). Black respondents were 
also more likely to have been impacted in this way in the last six months (13.7% vs 7.5%, p 
< .10).  
Table 5 reports three logistic regression models: unadjusted (Model 1), adjusted for 
demographics (e.g., age and gender) (Model 2), and adjusted for demographics and a person’s 
own incarceration (Model 3).  
Among Relationship measures, there were significant race differences in Black 
respondents and whites across all three models.  
Family Members—In Model 1, the odds of Black respondents ever having any 
incarcerated family members was more than twice that of whites (OR 2.20, 95% CI: 1.18 – 4.12, 
p < .05). When adjusted for demographic characteristics, race differences became even more 
significant, with the odds also increasing by more than three times (OR 7.13, 95% CI: 2.65 – 
20.01, p < .001). In Model 3, a significant association between race and ever having any 
incarcerated family members remained, and Black respondents had more than five times higher 
odds compared to whites (OR 5.27, 95% CI: 1.89 – 15.25, p < .01). In addition, the odds of 
Black respondents currently having a family member incarcerated was more than five times that 
of whites in the unadjusted model (OR 5.24, 95% CI: 2.15 – 13.35, p < .001). When adjusted for 
demographics, this difference no longer was significant, though the odds of Black respondents 
currently having an incarcerated family member was still twice as high as whites (OR 2.06, 95% 
CI: 0.58 – 7.59). In the unadjusted model, there was a significant association between race and 
having at least one parent who has ever been incarcerated (OR 0.19, 95% CI: 0.08 – 0.42, p 
< .001). The odds of having at least one parent who has ever been incarcerated significantly 
increased to sevenfold for Black respondents than for whites (OR 7.01, 95% CI: 2.01 – 25.28, p 
< .01) when adjusted for demographic factors. In Model 3, this significance decreased; however, 
the odds of having at least one parent who has ever been incarcerated still remained fivefold 
higher for Black respondents compared to whites (OR 4.84, 95% CI: 1.27 – 18.56, p < .05). 
Having a child who has ever been incarcerated initially was not significantly associated with 
race, but when adjusted for demographics, race became significantly associated with the variable 
(OR 0.01, 95% CI: 0.00 – 0.05, p < .001). This significance remained when additionally adjusted 
for a person’s own incarceration (OR 0.00, 95% CI: 0.00 – 0.03, p < .001).  
Friends—The odds of having at least one friend who has ever been incarcerated was 
more than five times higher for Black respondents than for whites (OR 5.22, 95% CI: 2.35 – 
11.73, p < .001). When adjusted for demographics, Black respondents had more than three times 
higher odds for having at least one friend ever incarcerated, compared to whites (OR 3.31, 95% 
CI: 0.97 – 11.80, p < .10). No significant associations were found between race and having three 
or more friends who have ever been incarcerated and having at least one friend who is currently 
incarcerated. However, there were significant race differences in having three or more friends 
currently incarcerated in Model 3 (OR: 0.17, 95% CI: 0.05 – 0.59, p < .01).  
Partners—There was a significant association between race and ever having been in a 
relationship with someone that has been incarcerated (OR 0.29, 95% CI: 0.10 – 0.88, p < .05). In 
Model 2, the odds of ever having been in a relationship with someone that has been incarcerated 
was more than four times higher for Black respondents than for whites (OR 4.10, 95% CI: 1.49 – 
11.64, p < .01).  In Model 3, the odds of currently being in a relationship with someone that is 
incarcerated was more than three times greater for Black respondents than for whites (OR 3.31, 
95% CI: 1.15 – 9.76, p < .05). However, among recent sexual partners reported by respondents, 
there were no significant differences in race and incarceration of the mentioned partners. 
Significant associations between race and having gotten divorced or legally separated due to a 
partner’s incarceration were found (Model 1: OR 0.31, 95% CI: 0.08 – 1.34, p < .10; Model 2: 
OR 0.04, 95% CI: 0.00 – 0.27, p < .01; Model 3: OR 0.04, 95% CI: 0.00 – 0.36, p < .01). 
However, there were no significant differences in race and ever having had a committed 
relationship end as a result of a partner’s incarceration. 
Among measures related to Interactions with the criminal legal system, there were 
significant race differences found. First, there was a significant race difference in whether an 
individual had ever been contacted by a police, probation or parole officer about a family 
member, partner or friend (OR 0.41, 95% CI: 0.20 – 0.81, p < .05). Though there was no 
significance in Model 3, the odds of ever being contacted about a family member, partner or 
friend was more than twice as high for Black respondents than for whites (OR 2.41, 95% CI: 
0.82 – 7.20). There was also a significant difference in race in ever having been threatened by 
police, parole or probation officer for not providing information about a family member, partner 
or friend (OR 0.14, 95% CI: 0.06 – 0.33, p < .001).  
Among Housing variables, significant race differences were found in ever having had 
one’s housing situation impacted by a partner or family member’s criminal record or 
incarceration when adjusted for demographics (OR 0.34, 95% CI: 0.12 – 0.97, p < .05). When 
additionally adjusted for a person’s own incarceration, this significance remained (OR 0.30, 95% 
CI: 0.10 – 0.90, p < .05). For having one’s housing situation impacted by a partner or family 
member’s criminal record or incarceration in the last six months, there was also a significant race 
difference (OR 0.31, 95% CI: 0.11 – 0.88, p < .05). In Models 2 and 3, the significance of this 
association increased (OR 0.10, 95% CI: 0.02 – 0.45, p < .01; OR 0.05, 95% CI: 0.01 – 0.29, p 
< .01, respectively). 
Discussion 
In our analysis of 400 New Haven residents, we found significant race differences in network 
exposure to incarceration. Descriptively, Black respondents in our sample were more likely to 
have, or have had, a family member incarcerated, compared to whites. In addition, Black 
respondents had a higher number of family members currently incarcerated on average, as 
compared to whites. This is consistent with a previous finding, which demonstrated that Black 
respondents were 50 percent more likely to have a family member who is formerly or currently 
incarcerated as compared to whites in a nationally represented sample of 4,041 adults age 18 and 
older (Elderbroom et al., 2018). In addition, we found that Black respondents were more likely to 
be in, or have had, a relationship with an individual who is incarcerated. Black respondents were 
also more likely to report negative effects such as the end of a committed relationship, divorce, 
or legal separation in their relationships due to a partner’s incarceration. We found that these 
significant differences persisted after adjusting for demographic characteristics and incarceration 
history. These findings make sense, given that huge disparities already exist in mass 
incarceration by race or ethnicity (Pettit & Western, 2004; Western, 2006; Wildeman & Wang, 
2017) and given that partner incarceration has a negative impact on relationship quality (Geller 
& Franklin, 2014; Turney, 2015). Furthermore, though our analyses do not explain why race 
differences exist in experiences of divorce or legal separation due to a partner’s incarceration, 
weak marital and family connections in poor Black neighborhoods with a strong penal system 
presence has long been observed (Western, 2004). This observation has been traced back to the 
legacy of slavery and roots of irregular employment and low wages (Western, 2004), but further 
research is needed to better understand the factors underlying race differences in these measures.    
Our findings also suggest that network members can be brought under the criminal legal 
system through their relationship with an incarcerated individual. We found that respondents in 
our sample reported experiences of ever having been contacted or threatened by a police, 
probation, or parole officer about a family member, partner, or friend. In addition, we found a 
significant association between race and network members’ interactions with the criminal legal 
system due to their relationship with a family member, partner or friend who was involved with 
the criminal legal system, with Black respondents having higher odds of being contacted or 
threatened about a family member, partner or friend by a police, probation, or parole officer. An 
extensive body of literature reveals that race influences police treatment of individuals (Harris, 
1999; Lundman & Kaufman, 2003; Weitzer, 2000). A study by Gelman et al. (2007) analyzed 
data from 125,000 pedestrian stops by the New York Police Department and reported that Black 
respondents are more likely to have negative encounters with the criminal legal system, with 
experiences ranging from stop-and-frisk rates to deaths due to police brutality. Our findings 
suggest that the risk of coming under the gaze of the criminal legal system due to a network 
member’s incarceration also varies by race.  
hat these negative interactions can also result from having a family member, partner or 
friend that is incarcerated. Given that police treatment differs by race, our findings suggest that 
the risk of coming under the gaze of the criminal legal system due to a network member’s 
incarceration also varies by race.  
Lastly, an individual’s incarceration history can impact their network members’ housing 
status. Respondents in our sample reported having had their housing situation impacted by a 
partner or family member’s criminal record or incarceration, with Black respondents more likely 
to experience negative effects on their housing compared to whites. Additionally, in our study, 
the impact of a partner or family member’s incarceration history on a network member’s housing 
was associated with race, after adjusting for demographics and an individual’s incarceration 
history. Previous research has shown that housing insecurity is linked to poor health status, food 
insecurity, and poor health care access (Ma et al., 2008; Stahre et al., 2015). Thus, coupled with 
our findings, this suggests that network exposure to incarceration may also impact financial, 
food, and health insecurity through its effect on housing.  
Taken together, these findings add to a growing body of literature on network exposures 
to incarceration, demonstrating that the already well-established racial differences in criminal 
legal involvement reverberate across networks. However, there are several limitations to be 
considered in this study. First, this study only adjusted for age, gender, and a person’s own 
incarceration. However, other factors, including educational status and income, are known to 
influence measures of incarceration (Western & Wildeman, 2009; Wildeman & Wang, 2017). 
Additional research controlling for other demographic and socioeconomic factors should be 
conducted to further understand the association between race and network exposure to 
incarceration.  
 Additionally, the results of this study may not be generalizable, as the sample consisted 
of low-income individuals, many with a history of recent incarceration or involvement with the 
criminal legal system. This sample may thus include particularly disadvantaged individuals and 
therefore may produce conservative findings.  
Furthermore, this study only focused on one social determinant of health for network 
members: housing. However, research shows that those within an incarcerated individual’s 
network can be impacted in a variety of ways, both economically and emotionally (Blankenship 
et al., 2018; Bruns, 2017; Lynch & Sabol, 2004). In addition, our study only explored one 
indicator of housing insecurity. However, housing insecurity could encompass a variety of 
experiences, such as eviction (Schwartz-Soicher et al., 2011), residential mobility (Phillips et al., 
2006), and homelessness (Wildeman, 2013). Future research on the impact of network exposure 
on other measures of health, in addition to more nuanced indicators of housing insecurity, and 
how they vary by race may be able to more fully capture the extent to which network exposure to 
incarceration can impact one’s health.  
Lastly, this study focused on individual level indicators of network exposure. Mass 
incarceration, however, affects entire communities (Blankenship et al., 2018; DeVylder et al., 
2018; Hatzenbuehler et al., 2015). Future research should focus on understanding the reach of 
mass incarceration on broader communities and our society as a whole.  
Conclusions 
Despite this study’s limitations, the results demonstrate that significant race differences exist in 
network exposure to mass incarceration. Black respondents were more likely to experience each 
event we examined compared to whites, except for parental incarceration and receiving threats 
by police, parole or probation officer, and for several, this difference was significant. Even when 
controlling for demographics and a person’s own incarceration, race differences remained for 
many indicators of network exposure, which were categorized into relationship measures, 
measures of interaction with the criminal legal system, and housing measures.  
These findings contribute to and extend prior work by expanding the concept of mass 
incarceration to include network exposure; by highlighting the unequal racial distribution of 
network exposure to mass imprisonment; and by considering the association between network 
exposure and health through housing insecurity, which is a social determinant of health. Though 
additional research is still necessary, the evidence from this study reveals the ways that mass 
incarceration permeates society through networks, as well as suggests a widening of inequalities 
in the U.S. through racial or ethnic inequities that are perpetuated in systems of mass 
incarceration.   
Tables & Figures 
Table 1. Descriptive Statistics 
Variable % or Mean (SD) 
 Black (n=256) White (n=107) Total (n=400) 
Includes Black, white, 
Hispanic and Other 
Age 46.3 42.5 41.2 
Male 64.5 (165) 71.0% (76) 67.7% (271) 
# of children *** 2.85 1.78 2.58 
Note: SD = standard deviation. 
^p<.10 *p<.05 **p<.01 ***p<.001  
  
Table 2. Network exposure to mass incarceration and race 
Variable % or Mean (SD) 
 Black (n=256) White (n=107) Total (n=400) 
Includes Black, white, 
Hispanic and Other 
Relationship  




58.6% (150) 47.7% (51) 55.0% (220) 





55.3% (83) 22.6% (12) 47.3% (105) 
Number of family 
members currently 
incarcerated ***  
2.25 1.09 2.50 
Has at least one parent 
who has ever been 
incarcerated 
17.2% (44) 18.7% (20) 18.0% (72) 
Has a child who has 
ever been 
incarcerated * 
12.1% (31) 4.7% (5) 9.2% (37) 
Has at least one friend 
who has ever been 
incarcerated  
82.2% (208) 80.4% (86) 82.1% (326) 
Has three or more 
friends who have ever 
been incarcerated 
56.9% (144) 53.3% (57) 56.2% (223) 
Has at least one friend 
who is currently 
incarcerated  
52.5% (134) 47.7% (51) 50.6% (202) 
Has three or more 
friends who are 
currently incarcerated 
29.8% (76) 19.6% (21) 27.1% (108) 
Ever been in a 
relationship with 
someone that has been 
incarcerated ^ 
54.7% (140) 44.9% (48) 50.0% (200) 




spouse) that is 
incarcerated ^ 
12.5% (32) 6.5% (7) 11.0% (44) 
Partners 1-4 have ever 
been incarcerated 
40.5% (68) 38.5% (20) 38.4% (94) 
Gotten divorced or 
become legally 
separated due to a 
partner's incarceration  
14.3% (20) 8.3% (4) 12.5% (25) 
Ever had a committed 
relationship end as a 
result of a 
partner's incarceration 
33.3% (40) 22.7% (10) 30.3% (53) 
Interactions with the criminal legal system  
Ever been contacted 
by a police, probation, 
or parole officer about 
a family member, 
partner or friend 
28.5% (73) 28.0% (30) 28.0% (112) 
Ever been threatened 
by police, parole or 
probation officer if 
you did not provide 
information about a 
family member, 
partner or friend 
14.9% (38) 17.8% (19) 16.8% (67) 
Housing 
Ever had one’s 
housing situation 
impacted by a partner 
or family member’s 
criminal record or 
incarceration ^ 
31.2% (80) 21.5% (23) 24.3% (9) 
Had one’s housing 
situation impacted by 
a partner or family 
member’s criminal 
record or 
incarceration in the 
last six months ^ 
13.7% (35) 7.5% (8) 8.1% (3) 
Note: SD = standard deviation. 
^p<.10 *p<.05 **p<.01 ***p<.001  
  
Table 3. Regression models estimating race differences as a function of network exposure 
Variable Model 1 OR (CI) Model 2 OR (CI) Model 3 OR (CI) 
Relationships 
Ever had any 
incarcerated family 
members 
(excluding spouses)  
2.20 (1.18 – 4.12)* 7.13 (2.65 – 20.01)*** 5.27 (1.89 – 15.25)** 
Currently have a 
family member 
incarcerated 
(excluding spouses)  
5.24 (2.15 – 13.35)*** 2.06 (0.58 – 7.59) 1.64 (0.42 – 6.49) 
Has at least one 
parent who has ever 
been incarcerated  
0.19 (0.08 – 0.42)*** 7.01 (2.01 – 25.28)** 4.84 (1.27 – 18.56)* 
Has a child who 
has ever been 
incarcerated 
0.39 (0.13 – 1.35) 0.01 (0.00 – 0.05)*** 0.00 (0.00 – 0.03)*** 
Has at least one 
friend who has ever 
been incarcerated  
5.22 (2.35 – 11.73)*** 3.31 (0.97 – 11.80)^ 2.16 (0.62 – 7.88) 
Has three or more 
friends who have 
ever been 
incarcerated 
1.53 (0.82 – 2.87) 0.80 (0.30 – 2.12) 0.53 (0.19 – 1.46) 
Has at least one 
friend who is 
currently 
incarcerated  
1.35 (0.72 – 2.51) 1.16 (0.43 – 3.15) 0.78 (0.27 – 2.22) 
Has three or more 
friends who is 
currently 
incarcerated 
0.74 (0.36 – 1.52) 0.34 (0.11 – 1.03)^ 0.17 (0.05 – 0.59)** 
Ever been in a 
relationship with 
someone that has 
been incarcerated 
0.29 (0.10 – 0.88)* 4.10 (1.49 – 11.64)** 0.42 (0.08 – 1.98) 





spouse) that is 
incarcerated  
1.79 (0.96 – 3.35)^ 0.45 (0.09 – 1.98) 3.31 (1.15 – 9.76)* 
Partners 1-4 have 
ever been 
incarcerated 
0.74 (0.32 – 1.71) 0.93 (0.27 – 3.18) 0.54 (0.14 – 2.04) 
Gotten divorced or 
become legally 
0.31 (0.08 – 1.34)^ 0.04 (0.00 – 0.27)** 0.04 (0.00 – 0.36)** 
separated due to a 
partner's 
incarceration 
Ever had a 
committed 
relationship end as 
a result of a 
partner's 
incarceration  
0.85 (0.30 – 2.44) 0.85 (0.19 – 3.66) 0.98 (0.21 – 4.52) 
Interactions with the criminal legal system 
Ever been 
contacted by a 
police, probation, 
or parole officer 
about a family 
member, partner or 
friend  
0.41 (0.20 – 0.81)* 2.12 (0.75 – 6.05) 2.41 (0.82 – 7.20) 
Ever been 
threatened by 
police, parole or 
probation officer if 
you did not provide 
information about a 
family member, 
partner 
0.14 (0.06 – 0.33)*** 0.86 (0.24 – 2.96) 0.52 (0.13 – 1.98) 
Housing 
Ever had one’s 
housing situation 
impacted by a 




0.74 (0.37 – 1.53) 0.34 (0.12 – 0.97)* 0.30 (0.10 – 0.90)* 
Had one’s housing 
situation impacted 
by a partner or 
family member’s 
criminal record or 
incarceration in the 
last six months  
0.31 (0.11 – 0.88)* 0.10 (0.02 – 0.45)** 0.06 (0.01 – 0.29)** 
Note: Model 1 presents unadjusted regression estimates. Model 2 adjusts for the following: age and gender. 
Model 3 adjusts for all variables in Model 1 and the following: a person’s own incarceration. OR = odds ratio; 
CI = 95% confidence interval.  
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